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S 0 UTI1VIET -NAM --- Im p re ss j.ons of Po ]. i tic a .1 Prospects 


Prospects for Overall S urvival 

I left South Viet -Nam in mid-September 1970 
considerably more confident about that country's 
chances for survivcil in a non -Communis t form than 
I was shortly after my arrival there in January 
1968. Two and a half years after the Tet .196 8 
Offensive South Viet-Nam . cind its constitutionally- 
elected government is very much a going concern. 

There are serious problems , of course,, the economic 
situation being the most obvious end critical of 
these, but these problems do not appear insurmountable . 

It is my impression that if United States policy 
remains constant, South Viet-Nam can absorb the addi- 
tional burdens of Vie tnamization without losing 
significant ground^to the enemy, and will eventually 
be able, to sustain the entire military manpower load 
of a dragged-out, though considerably diminished, war. 
Sizeable economic inputs- by the United States or 
other allies will be necessary, however. With a 
constant US policy, the fragile South Viet-Nam consti- 
tutional framework, which has the potential to 
provide a basis for stability and orderly change of 
government , has a good chance of. survival as well . 

However, should the US attempt to impo.se or coer'ce 
the GVN into accepting a coalition government with the 
Communists, it is in my opinion doubtful that the 
present constitutional system, or a non-Comrnunist 
South Viet-Nam in any form, could long survive. Even 
if the present GVN could be convinced to risk such a 
course, which is unlikely, there would be severe 
opposition to such a move from those elements which 
form the basis of present GVN strength -- the military, 
the Catholics, and other hardliners. Should Thi.eu 
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move toward coalition, I doubt that the present 
GW could survive, since more hard lining elements 
might well make a y rab for power. The constitution 
could go by the boards and the struggle would continue. 
Should the US curtail economic assistance in such a 
contingency (to force compliance with a coalition 
policy) , an eventual Communist takeover: would bo 
cilmost inevitable. Any US decision to impose a 
coalition government on the South Vietnamese would 
have to be made in the? realisation that, to the 
average South Vietname.se, coalition with the 
Communists means a Communist takeover within five 
years. The US should not pursue that particular 
avenue unless it is fully willing as a nation to 
accept responsibility for the consequences, i.e., 
a Communist South Viet-Nam. 

Constitutional S yst em — A1 ive and W ell 

In spite of occasional slippage along the line, 
a constitutional system of government has been 
developing in South Viet-Nam over the past three 
years. The institutions called for in the April 1, 

1967 constitution have been organized and are 
developing a degree of independence. The executive 
branch is powerful, but there is a functioning 
■National Assembly that is not a rubber stamp*. There 
is a functioning Supreme Court which is developing 
into a genuine check on .Executive authority and' 
protector of individual* rights . .The corruption- 
fighting Inspectorate, although handicapped by lack 
of power to enforce unpopular decisions, is function- 
ing and has made some slight impact, and its members 
have remained remarkably free of allegations of 
personal corruption . 

In spite of shortcomings, the institutions are 
there, they arc .functioning, and there is an encour- 
aging attitude on the part of the Executive of 
acceptance of limitations on its authority. Thus 
far, President Thieu has given the impression of 
willingness to work within the constitution, which, 
after all, is a major source of his strong lh .since 
it legitimizes his own position. 
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In conversations in early September, members of 
the Assembly, Supreme Court, and Inspectorate a .1.1 
credited President Thieu and the Executive branch 
with good will and willingness to accept the limita- 
tions 01 his authority which the existence of these 
branches of government impose. Some of these contacts 
felt that the constitution, although initially a 
foreign transplant, is acquiring a life of its own 
that could survive US departure from South Viet -Nam. 
They view the constitution as a basis for stable 
government, a means by which all of the many frag- 
mented elements of South Viet-Nam's society can be 
represented and have a voice in their own government 
without any one group dominating the game. 

• 

A serious test of President Thieu* s good will 

vis-a-vis the constitution may occur in the next 

several months when the Supreme Court rules on the 

next phase of the Tran Ngoc Chau case. The Court 

has given ample advance warning that it will probably 

decide in Chau's favor, possibly going so feir as to 

o.rder Chau's release from prison. A Supreme Court 

Justice told me that in that likelihood lie expects 

that President Thieu will release Chau. In my opinion, 

Thieu will attempt to avoid openly defying the Supreme 

Court but will seek some legal pretext for continuing 

the court battle, with Chau remaining in prison. 

* 

Political Party Activity 

w 

Generally speaking, political party activity is 
flourishing in South Vict-Nam. The political party 
lav/, rather than condensing political parties, as 
intended, has produced a spate of new parties, and 
there has been some f actionalization of older parties. 
The lesson of the need for unity in the face of a 
united enemy has not yet taken, and the effect of 
freedom to operate politically lias been to produce 
a spate of individualistic parties. After this 
novelty (freedom to* operate politically) wears off, 
however, there is hope that some consolidation of 
parties will take place. 

One spur to such consolidation may well be the 
recent Upper House election. The fairness of the 
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election has been a cause for encouragement of 
nationalist politicians and may stimulate some 
serious party organizational effort in preparation 
for the 197.1 Lower House elections. In addition, 
although the Upper House election was ultimately 
resolved on the basis of personal prestige:, 
religion, and the following of loosely organized 
blocs of people rather than by political parties, 
some parties made respectable showings. The 4th, 

5th, and 6th place finishers were political party 
slates (Nhun Xa, PNM , and RDV respectively) . Had 
some parties not been divided (such as the Nhun Xa) 
they might have finished in the money. After the 
election several unsuccessful political party figures 
told me that they s aw in the election a clear warning 
that parties must expand and consolidate and develop 
cadre systems if they are going to win elections, as 
well as a clear indication that if these efforts are 
made they could be quite successful. 


1971 PRESIDENTIAL ELEC TION 

\ j — • — — « 

At this point, .the principal contenders in the 
Presidential race in 1971 are military men: 
President Thieu himself, Vice President Ky, former 
General Duong Van Minh, and possibly (though this 
seems unlikely to me) Prime Minister Tran Thien. 
Khiem. There are no se-rious civilian contenders 
at this point (7m Quang-backed Senator Vu Van Mau 
is excluded from serious consideration for the 
Presidency because he is a Northerner) . However, 
Vice Presidential candidates will most likely be 
civilians. A look at the strengths, weaknesses 
and potential running mates of these potential 
candidates, follows. 


Potential Candidates 

A. Nguyen Van Thieu - 7vt this point Thieu 
appears to be the strongest candidate. His probable 
elements of support include (1) the military, (2) 
civil servants, (3) fairly solid Catholic support 
(which is not inconsequential since 3 of the top 4 
slates in the Upper House election were regarded 

. -i -i * * *1 . . 
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Catholic la to. s) , (4) other hardliners > including 
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the .small but locally meaningful old-line political 
parties such as the VNQDD and UDV, and possibly (5) 
the Progressive Nationalist Movement (suspected by 
some South Vietnamese politicians of being a "phony" 
opposition party) core of which is the Tan Dai Viet 
party . (In the Upper House election campaign, 

Minister of St cite candidate Nguyen Tien J 1 y told 
Chin h L u a n that President Th.ieu is a former Dai 
Viet. This is the most open statement of Thieu's 
alleged former political connections I have seen. 
Although I doubt that the PNM will openly identify 
itself with Th.ieu, or vice versa, it is not 
inconceivable that a certain harmony of interests 
exists between the two which would lead the PNM to 
support Thieu in the 1971 election, perhaps in 
return fox* the Pi*ime Minis tex*ship for PNM leader 
Nguyen Van Bong.) 
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Thieu is somewhat handicapped because he is 
weak in the cities, and because he has not opted 
for a formal cadre-type political organization to 
wox'k for his candidacy. He may well be attempting 
t'o overcome . these weaknesses by opting for the rxiral 
vote by means of his land reform program and by 
fi'equent visits to the provinces and by meetings 
;with rural officials as they gi*aduate from courses 
at the Vung Tau National Training Center. Thieu 
recently convened in Saigon the more than 500 
provincial and municipal councilloi's elected in- 
June for discussion of their role and probably for 
some pro-central govei'nment px*osdlytizing as well. 

I doubt that Thieu will foi'malize his courtship of 
elected officials by creating an oi'ganization 
around them (a prospect which has been rumored) , 
but he probably looks to this base for 1971 campaign 
assistance. Thieu will, in any event, have the 
electoral advantage that control of the administrative 
apparatus gives any incumbent. Thieu may also be 
hoping to receive the votes of many of the people 
brought under GVN control since 1967 through accelex*- 
ated pacification effox*ts. The x'ecently pacified 
may be receptive to suggestions from GVN officials 
that they vote for a particulax* candidate, i.e., 

Thieu. 
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Possible Thieu -led slates i n elude : 

a. Thl c.ni / Huong - Although former Prime 
Minister -and now Senator Tran Van Huong is old and 
in failing health/ he remains personally respected 
and could bring non-Catholic Southern support to 
the Thieu ticket* As Prime Minister Huong was 
somewhat of a political rival of the President, 
and Thieu may feel morp comfortable with a less 
political running mate. 

b. Thieu/liuyen - The Southern Catholic 
Upper House Chairman has : been mentioned in Saigon 
circles as a possible running mate either for 
Thieu or for Duong Van Minh. Either alternative 
is possible, although I would guess Huyen would 
opt for the more dependably hard-line candidate, 
should he in fact be asked and decide to accept. 

Huyen 1 s presence on the slate would ensure united 
Catholic support, which Thieu would probably get 
anyway, and bring aeeded Southern support. Not to 
be discounted is the fact that Huyen took Saigon 

in the Upper House race and ran well in other cities 
and generally throughout the country. Huyen' s 
reputation for integrity and independence would 
enhance Thieu 1 s image should he run with him. 

However, Thieu, a Catholic, might not wish to have 
a Catholic running mate, and Huyen may not wish to 
surrender his cherished independence . Huyen 1 s poor 
health might make the rather inactive Vice Presidency 
appear attractive, however. 

c. Thieu/Bong - I discount the possibility 
that Nguyen Van Bong will run with Thieu as Vice 
Presidential candidate, although his name is occasion* 
ally raised in that connection. Bong would prefer to 
■be Prime Minister, a more active job than the Vice 
Presidency. Besides, should Bong run with Threu it 
would in effect "blow -the cover" of the Progressive 
Nationalist Movement, which he heads, as an opposi- 
tion party. As Prime Minister Bong could retain 
some distance from Thieu. 

J3. Duong Van Minh, a Southern Buddhist, former 
General, ojn/i d'e rco cfl :> y many as a serious contender 

in a race against Thieu. Minh is regarded as 
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acceptable to the An Quang Buddhists, to 'opposition- 
ists , Buddhists and Southerners in genercil, and to 
those seeking peace, a potential source of support 
Minh courts with frequent vague pronouncements 
about the general desirability of peace and reunifi- 
cation. Minh himself is a vaciilator , not particularly 
energetic or bright, and he might not want to exert 
himself 'to the extent of mounting a campaign for the 
Presidency. If he could be handed national leadership 
without actively seeking it, he would accept it. Minh 
seems aware of the general belief that he is man!- 
pulable, and is not happy with this thought. He may 
opt to sit sulkily on the sidelines, waiting either 
for the call to head an .interim government should 
Thieu fail or for 1975, when Thieu will bs consti- 
tutionally denied the opportunity to seek a third 
term. . 

If he elects to run, Minh will be a formidable 
opponent for Thieu. He will get the opposition vote 
almost automatically. Some opposition-oriented 
voters, however, mi^jht prefer to see the An Quangers 
and other oppositionists tested a little more before 
entrusting them (through Minh) with the Presidency. 

I 

i 

i 

Possible Minh-led slates include: 

a. Mlnh/Mau -.The Northern Buddhist 
Senator would swing An Quang support behind Minh, ' 
and he would add regional balance to the ticket. 

Having just been elected to the Senate, Mau might 
prefer to remain there for a time, but he is known 
to be ambitious and at 57 might decide that 1971 
is his year to seek national office. (He could 
presumably retain his Senate seat if unsuccessful 
in the Presidential race.) 

t 

b. Miri h/JJu y o n - Southern Catholic Huyen 
would broaden M.inh’s appeal on the religious front. 

Huyen has generally been considered -acceptable to 
Buddhists, in spite of his strong identification 
with the Catholic Church. Should Minh be suspicion. 0 , 
of An Quang ho might turn to Iluyen, who regards Minh 
as a decent man. However, Huyen might prefer running 
with a clearcut hardliner. 
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C. Ncjuyon Cao Ky is restless as Vice President, 
is too active a man for the position, and is ambi t iou 
he probably views himself as a more active, more 
effective President than Nguyen Van Thieu. Ky is 
clearly testing the water and will probably continue 
to do so until the last minute. Ky has some measure 
of support, from the Air force and possibly the 
Marines, and from some mid-level officers in other 
branches of the RVN/vF to whom he talks a good anti- 
corruption game; from Northerners and diehard hard- 
liners; and he has some appeal to youths who like 
his flamboyant style. However, his power position 
has been considerably ergded by Thieu since Tet 1968 
and he has serious marks against him, principally 
that he is a Northerner and a military man, and that 
traditional-minded Vietnamese find his style 
distasteful. Should* Ky decide to run, the best 
Saigon rumor at present lists Supreme Court Chief 
Justice Tran Mi nil Tiet (a very ambitious Southern 
Catholic) as a possible Ky running incite. 

I do 'not take^a Ky candidacy very seriously. 

He could not defeat Thieu, and would succeed only 
in embarrassing himself or serving as the spoiler 
of Thieu’ s chances to the benefit of a more soft- 
lining candidate such as Big Minh. It is doubtful 
that Ky would want to see this, and I would expect 
that at some point late. in the game he will withdraw 
from the race, perhaps /in return' for a promise of 
"crown prince" stcitus from Thieu- in 1975 (when 
Thieu will not be eligible to run for President) . 
what Ky would do in that- event (between 1971 and 
1975) is an open question. There is at best a 
slight chance that Thieu would want him as a running 
mate, and probably an even slighter chance that Ky 
would accept that role. Perhaps he could return 
to the Air Force, or could be persuaded to accept an 
ambassadorship. Taiwan or Korea might find Ky ’ s 
views and style acceptable. 

w 

% 

Most Likely VJinner --- Thie u 

l 

In view of the strengths and weaknesses out- 
lined above, I conclude that at this point the 
candidate with the best chance of victory .in a 
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reasonably free election is Nguyen Van, Thieu. 
However, in view of the possibility that Ky cou . 
play a spoiler's role, Thieu would benefit from a 
revision in the election process to provide ; oi a 
runoff election should no one candidate receive a 
majority of votes cast in the first round.' In a 
two -man ' second-round contest Thieu, aided by the 
administrative machinery of his government, cou 1c 
probably defeat even so potentially attractive a 

candidate as Big llinh. 

Should Thieu be Re-Ele cted? 

ft 

In my personal view, yes. 

This would be a* poor time to chanejo leaders 
in South Viet-Nam. . The resultant inefficiencies 
and uncertainties which a change in chief executives 
would entail would be unfortunate and damaging. 
President Thieu has done a reasonably competent 
job of governing. *IIe is not a despot or dictator, 
and seems to be becoming something of a civilian 
while retaining control of the military. He seems 
to be moving his country into a modified, conscr 
vative type of democracy- which could well serve 
Viet-Nam. ' He is staunchly anti-Communist without 
being inflexible, as indicated by his forthcoming 
attitude on pe^ice proposals. Althougn hardly a 
"popular" President in the sense of being a. 
charismatic leader adored by his people, Thieu 
probably commands the largest following oi 
figure on South Viet-Nam' s fractionated political 
scene. A change of leaders in 1971 would give the 
other side a definite advantage which it would 
exploit, perhaps by sharp, large-scale military 
attack during the change-over period in the hope 
of catching the new government unprepcired. 

A not-too-consoling advantage -of the US policy 
of supporting the South Vietnamese constitutional 
system, of course, is that in the event Thieu rs 
defeated in an honest election wc will be able to 
continue our support for and to work with South 
Viet-Nam' s constitutionally-elected leader. 
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Hopefully, however , from the standpoin t of gov comment 
stability, South Vict-Nam v;i 11 have the added cushion 
of four more years of tut s ical ly tint same 1c actor ship 
under Thieu to consolidate the ga inn ma.de during his 
first term of office. 
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